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Religion and Aging in International and Intercultural
Perspectives 
- 
Mapping the Field
Andrea Bieler and Matthias Strac:ke
This volume explores pathways into a new field of scholarly inquiry.
Reflecting on religion and aging in international and intercultural per-
spectives is an endeavor that has been neglected in theological as well
as gerontological studies. Demographic trends as well as experiences
in particular contexts, however, exhibit the urgent need to engage this
field of inquiry.
Gathering under the umbrella of the United Nations in 1982, the
World Assembly on Ageing already stressed that the expected demo-
graphic shifts would affect the majority of societies all around the
globe. In2002, the UN passed The Madrid International Plan on Age-
ing which demanded major shifts in policy making and in socio-
cultural attitudes concerning aging populations.
Statistics demonstrate the rapid growth of aging societies which
predict the doubling of numbers of people older than 60 years by
2050. This development pertains to most regions on this planet and is
accompanied with particular challenges that call for diverse political
initiatives, especially in the areas of economic support systems, acces-
sible health care, and diverse and flexible systems of social care for
the elderly. Besides the demand for the shift in political interventions
there is also a need for a critical reflection of the anthropological and
religious assumptions that undergird prevailing attitudes towards ag-
ing populations.
So far, major distinguished research initiatives have not attended
to the influence of religion on major demographic developments.
Also, socio-psychological research that concentrates on the socio-
emotional factors with regard to attitudes towards the elderly have
neglected the religious dimension. Simultaneously, gerontological
research with an interest in religious questions related to the aging
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systematic, and biblical theology. Finally, the last part of the book
asks for insights from the practice in diaconic institutions, in public
policy making, as well as in an international community of churches.
Ina Voelcker and Alexandre Kalache, both working at the Interna-
tional Longevity Centre Brazil (ILC-Brazil), give an overview of de-
mographic realities and changes on a global scale, such as dropping
fertility rates, growing life expectancies, urbanizatton and technologi-
zation, and their implications on the lives of (not only) older persons.
They show that there is no easy picture here, but rather point out the
ambiguities of old age between the 'silver market' and age related
poverty, marginalization, and vulnerability. In light of inter alia the
neglect of older persons in humanitarian projects, they emphasize the
need for a Convention on the Rights of Older Persons at the level of
the United Nations that would exceed the existing instruments and
plans. With the World Health Orgamzation's Active Ageing Policy
Framework, recently updated by the ILC-Brazil, there exists, however,
a guideline intemationally used in policymaking. It focuses on
multisectorial action in different sectors and the empowennent of in-
dividuals to influence their lives directly as well as indirectly 
- 
via
policymaking.
The gerontologist Hans-Wemer Wahl rather focuses on individual
developments of aging seen as a psychological and social process. He
provides an overview of main themes of behavioral and social geron-
tology. Again, aging proves to be ambiguous and cannot be simply
understood as a deterioration of social and cognitive parameters.
Hence, for example, old people keep gaining so called crystallized
intelligence (e.g., verbal abilities and life experience) while their fluid
intelligence (e.g., processing speed) declines at arate no faster than in
earlier years. Similarly, gerontological research of the past two dec-
ades disproved the long assumed decline of subjective wellbeing in
later life. And though older persons do indeed have less social rela-
tions, they remain proactive toward maintaining social relations, espe-
cially in their families. Research on AARC (Awareness of Age-
Related Change) shows that stereotypes of aging not only do harm as
external effects but, internalized, also affect, for instance, live expec-
tancy. The author also includes an outlook on current efforts in geron-
tology to combine theology, diaconal studies, and psychology in order
to provide suggestions on how societies can better provide opportuni-
ties for older persons.
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form showcasing the story of Adam, Eve, and the snake and its impli-
cations for our understanding of aging.
Ängel F. Mdndez-Montoya takes the biblical nanatives as a start-
ing point to reflect on the paradoxes of life and the potentials of aging,
contrasting the Bible's positive approach to aging and care for others
with current forms of ageism. Asserting the need to think about aging
beyond Western epistemologies, to hybridize it, he explores aging in
the Mexican context, and underlines the need to also listen to voices
from 'below' and the power that can be found at the margins, as be-
comes visible in the role of elderly people in the context of the 43 stu-
dents made disappear in20l4.
From a postcolonial perspective, Musa Dube describes the Bible
itself as an ambiguous resource. In the biblical texts and the communi-
ties reading and living with them, one finds voices resisting and em-
bracing the empire and hence also different approaches to aging, the
latter a largely neglected field, as she points out. She underlines the
need for an intersectional analysis of the texts that, for instance con-
cerning the person of Sarah, brings to light both the infirmities of old
age as well as the power that older persons may use to exploit youngsr
ones and how this relates to categories such as gender, class, and eth-
nicity. Dube connects her biblical reflections with the realities of dis-
placement and migration in postcolonial contexts such as in Botswa-
na: o'Empire has had an impact on the quality of aging experienced by
those impacted by colonialism."
Ending the sequence of these theological accounts, Drea
Fröchtling focuses on dementia and the question how to think about
the personhood of those who do not fully know who they are. She
contrasts the widely prevalent 'biomedical reductionist paradigm,'
qualiffing dementia as a deterioration process and leading to a high
prevalence of dementia-related depression, with what she calls a 'li-
turgical-reconstructionist paradigm.' Therefore, Fröchtling elaborates
on different theological approaches to personhood and remembrance.
Drawing on her own research in South Africa, Germany, and Ghana,
she shows that people living with dementia often take their own ap-
proaches to an otherwise very word-centered religion. Fröchtling
highlights the comforting and supporting dimension of religious activ-
ities and rituals that also make space for bodily sensations inclusive
for people living with dementia. She argues for a ludic (e.g., a clown-
ish) approach that allows us "to dance coram Deo, celebrating the
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